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ThE MAThEMATICAL MAGIC OF PERFECT NUMBERS
Kimberly Jones, Stephanie Parker, and Mulatu Lemma





Mathematicians have been fascinated for centuries by the properties 
and patterns of numbers [2]. They have noticed that some numbers 
are equal to the sum of all of their factors (not including the number 
itself). Such numbers are called perfect numbers. Thus a positive in-
teger is called a perfect number if it is equal to the sum of its proper 
positive divisors. The search for perfect numbers began in ancient 
times. The four perfect numbers 6, 28, 496, and 8128 seem to have 
been known from ancient times [2]. In this paper, we will investigate 
some important properties of perfect numbers. We give easy and 
simple proofs of theorems such that students with calculus II skills 
can understand most of it. We give our own alternative proof of the 
well-known Euclid’s Theorem (Theorem I). We will also prove some 
important theorems which play key roles in the mathematical theory 
of perfect numbers..
Key words: Prime Numbers, Perfect numbers, and Triangular 
numbers.
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
Throughout history, there have been studies on perfect numbers. It is not 
known when perfect numbers were first studied and indeed the first studies 
may go back to the earliest times when numbers first aroused curiosity [3]. 
It is rather likely, although not completely certain, that the Egyptians would 
have come across such numbers naturally given the way their methods of 
calculation worked, where detailed justification for this idea is given [2]. Per-
fect numbers were studied by Pythagoras and his followers, more for their 
mystical properties than for their number theoretic properties [1]. Although, 
the four perfect numbers 6, 28, 496 and 8128 seem to have been known 
from ancient times and there is no record of these discoveries [5]. The first 
recorded mathematical result concerning perfect numbers which is known 
occurs in Euclid’s Elements written around 300BC [3]. 
ThE MAIN RESULTS
Proposition I: If 2n-1 is prime, then n is prime for n>1.
Proof: Suppose n is not prime, then there exist positive integers a and b 
 n=axb,a>1,b>1.
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 Then, 2n–1=2ab–1=(2a–1)(2a(b-1)+2a(b–2)+2a(b–3)…+2a+1)
 Since 2n-1 is prime and (2a(b-1)+2a(b–2)+2a(b–3)…+2a+1)>1, it follows 
that
   2a–1=1
  ⇒ 2a=21
  ⇒ a=1
 This is a contradiction, hence n is prime.
Remark I: The converse to proposition 1 is false as n = 11 is prime but 
211-1 is not prime as 211-1 = 23x89.
Theorem I. If 2k -1 (k>1) is prime, then n =2k-1 (2k-1) is a perfect 
number.
Proof: We will show that n = sum of its proper factors.
 We will find all the proper factors of 2k-1(2k-1), and add them.
 Since 2k-1 is prime, let p = 2k-1. Then n = p(2k-1).
Let us list all factors of 2k-1 and other proper factors of n as follows.
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Hence n is a perfect number.
Remark II: A question can be raised if k is prime by itself.
⇒ 2k-1(2k-1) is a perfect number. The answer is negative as it will be easily 
shown that it does not work for k=11.

















	 ⇒ n is a perfect number by Theorem 1.





	 ⇒ n is a perfect number by Theorem 1.
 
Remark III: Every even perfect number n is of the form n = 2k-1(2k-1). 
We will not prove this, but we will accept and use it. So, the converse to 
Theorem 1 is also true. This is called Euler’s Theorem.
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Theorem II. Every even perfect number n is a triangular number.
Proof: n is a perfect number⇒ n= 2k-1(2k-1) by Remark III.




 = , where m=2k-1. Thus n is a tri-
angular number. 
Corollary III. If T is a perfect number, then 8T +1 is a perfect 
square.
Proof: T is a perfect number ⇒ T is a triangular number.




 for some positive integer m.
  ⇒ 8T+1 = 4 m(m+1) +1
    = 4m2 +4m+1
    =(2m+1)2
Next we will prove two important theorems which play key roles in our 
study of perfect numbers .
Theorem III: The sum of the reciprocals of the factors of a perfect 
number n is equal to 2.
Proof: Let n = 2k-1 (2k-1) where p = 2k-1 and is prime. Let us list all the 
possible factors of n.









GA Sci Jrnl 66-3.indd   99 9/12/08   10:28:04 AM
4
Georgia Journal of Science, Vol. 66 [2008], Art. 4
https://digitalcommons.gaacademy.org/gjs/vol66/iss2/4
100
Sum of reciprocals of factors of 2k-1
 























































































































Sum of reciprocals of other factors
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Corollary IV. No proper divisor of a perfect number can be perfect.
Proof: Suppose n is a perfect number and d its proper divisor. Let 1, 
x, x2, x3…xm, d be divisors of d. 







dxxxx m  
=2, but 







dxxxx m  








dxxxx m  
≠2 and is not perfect.
To clearly understand Example 3, let us take n = 8128 and d = 508. 

























Factors of 8128 are: 1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 32, 64,127, 254, 508, 1016, 2032, 






































Corollary V. No power of a prime can be a perfect number.
Proof. Let p be prime and let n = pk. The factors of n are 1, p, p2, 
p3…pk.
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Therefore, n is not a perfect number.
Theorem IV. If n is a perfect number such that n = 2k-1(2k-1), then the 
product of the positive divisor’s of n is equal to nk.
 Proof: We list factors of n as in Theorem 2
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Example 1: Apply Theorem IV to n = 28.
 n = 28 = 22(23-1) (Here k = 3).
 Factors of 28 are 1, 2, 4, 7, 14, and 28.
 The product of the factors of 28 =
	 	 1•2•4•7•14•28
	 	 =28•28•28
  =283 
Example 2: Apply Theorem IV to n = 496.
n = 496 = 24(25-1) (Here k = 5).
Factors of 496 are 1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 31, 62, 124, and 496.
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hunt for Some Perfect Numbers Using Calculator
n=2k-1(2k-1) (2k-1 is prime)
p1 = 2
1(22-1) = 6  (k = 2)
p2 = 2
2(23-1) = 28  (k = 3)
p3 = 2
4(25-1) = 496  (k = 5)
p4 = 2
6(27-1) = 8128  (k = 7)
p5 = 2
12(213-1) = 33550336  (k = 13)
p6 = 2
16(217-1) = 8589869056  (k = 17)
p7 = 2
18(219-1) = 137438691328  (k = 19)
p8 = 2
30(231-1) = 2305843008139952128  (k = 31)
p9 = 2
60(261-1) = 265845599156983174465469261595384
2176  (k = 61)
p10 = 2
88(289-1) = 19156194260823610729479337808430
3638130997321548169216  (k = 89)
p11 = 2
106(2107-1) = 1316403645856964833723975346045
8722910223472318386943117783728128 (k = 107)
p12 = 2
126(2127-1) = 1447401115466452442794637312608598848
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We try our best to make this paper very interesting and attractive to 
many readers of mathematics and other similar fields. The proofs of theorems 
and other results are given in such a way that somebody with basic number 
theory skills can easily read and understand them. We strongly believe that 
the mathematics of perfect numbers is rich in research problems for math-
ematicians to work on in the future.
OPEN QUESTIONS [4] 
We were able to observe that there are open questions concerning perfect 
numbers which can be excellent potential research problems.. The following 
are the open questions which are potential research problems to work on.
 1. Are there any odd perfect numbers or are all perfect numbers 
even?
 2. Is there a finite number of perfect numbers or are there infinitely 
many?
We hope that sometime in the near future these questions will be answered 
as the famous Fermat’s Last Theorem did.
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